This paper considers the changing scope of research into UK food superstores over a 30-year period. Rather than catalogue changing market shares by format, we seek instead to show how change links to national policy agendas. Academic research has evolved to address the growing complexities of the social, technological, economic and political impacts of the superstore format. We exemplify this by tracing the progression of retail change in Portsmouth, Hampshire, over 30 years. We discover that academic research can conflict with the preconceptions of some public policymakers. The position is exacerbated by a progressive decline in public information -and a commensurate rise in factual data held by commercial data companies -that leaves policymakers with a choice of which data to believe. This casts a shadow over the objectivity of macro-policy as currently formulated. Concerns currently arise because the UK Competition Commission (2008 but ongoing) starts each inquiry afresh with a search for recent data. Furthermore, it has recently called for changes to retail planning -the very arena in which UK superstore research commenced.
Introduction
In the UK, the freestanding, car-based, food superstore is now the hegemonic retail format. This outcome also applies in the USA and Canada: in large part due to the success of a single corporation -Wal-Mart. Varying regulatory regimes in other countries (for example, Germany, Wortmann 2004) mean that superstore dominance is not universal. The topic also remains problematic due to definitional distinctions between superstores and hypermarkets (see Hallsworth 1986 ) and the proportion of sales floorspace offered to non-food items etc. Indeed, the Competition Commission (2009) did not even use the terms superstore or hypermarket. Equally, wider public policy concerns also vary -making it prudent for us to focus on one country. The importance of the UK food superstore was first evidenced in land-use planning research that sought to understand and explain the phenomenon (Dawson 1983a; 1983b) . Early academic work assisted planners by quantifying the impact of new stores via the gathering of information on which rival stores had lost trade or closed (for example , Hallsworth 1981a, 26; 1981b, 28) . Characterised as the Retail Impact Study Approach, this was often basic but essential work (see Department of the Environment 1976a; 1976b; Dawson 1980; Dawson and Kirby 1980; Burt and Dawson 1990) . It is of interest that, though planning remains a core concern, issues of competition and choice have risen in importance over time. We focus on outcomes in the Portsmouth area for several reasons. Firstly, because we believe that outcomes are locally mediated; secondly because retail change has been studied here for over 30 years; thirdly because both planning and competition/choice issues are raised. Indeed, the earliest empirical research was encouraged and supported by policymakers.
Through time the Portsmouth research diversified -reflecting the rise of a more nuanced, grounded, sociological and contextualised view of the activity of shopping (Miller 1995) . Part of the rise in concern over competition and choice reflects the reality that power in the UK retail market (Burt and Sparks 2003) has become increasingly concentrated into the hands of a "Big Four". There has also been a marked growth in the scale and scope of commercial data sources available to public policymakers.
Portsmouth, Hampshire, UK: the background.
As noted, the early Portsmouth studies were supported by local Planning officials. Hallsworth (1988) offered a summary of the concerns felt by local planners as the superstore wave approached. For example, the County Planning Officer for Hampshire, Gerald Smart, had visited US downtowns and was on record as stating that a move to out-of-town or car-based shopping would blight established centres and disadvantage those dependent on them. The early factual reports offered a snapshot of the contemporary retail scene but patronage, even of the same retail format, can change as consumers' lifestyles evolve. Such topics have now been covered from research perspectives that transcend academic disciplines. There are, however, practical issues in generating the empirical data that were used in the past to investigate emergent trends in UK food shopping. The ability to collect data, and the willingness of the dominant superstore retailers to allow store access, has changed through time. Stores remain under pressure to allow data-gathering but are increasingly sensitive to their public image. Conversely, the original Portsmouth studies on superstore growth and impact were undertaken at a time when at-store data collection was much simpler. More superstores were locally-owned or controlled or had managers with the power to authorise at-store survey work. In the 1980s, Portsmouth-area research at five major freestanding stores offered a factual account of the characteristics of superstore consumers. The results were also of practical relevance to the retailers themselves: another reason why access to stores was granted.
In 2002 (with results published in 2006) the ESRC provided the resources necessary to replicate/ revisit these stores (and newer rivals). The purpose was to replicate the original work and to undertake additional in-depth household-level studies to identify policy implications of ongoing changes in food shopping habits. Without the legitimation offered by Government support, access to store-based data would have been difficult. That said, it was not the at-store work but the household-level interviews in Portsmouth, 2002 , that confirmed shopping as deeply-contextualised and locally-constrained . Subsequent e-shopping research in 2008 in the Portsmouth area brought forth yet more such dimensions.
Broadening academic perspectives and the increasing privatisation of knowledge
Impact studies -rooted in patterns of retail structures and hierarchies -meant that social welfare issues were prominent, with concerns expressed about disadvantaged shoppers (Bowlby 1979; Bromley and Thomas 1992; Piacentini, Hibbert, and Al-Dajani 2001) . The late Ross Davies (1978, 133-135) only briefly alluded to competition/fair trading topics before quickly passing on to planning and asking whether planners were "justified in concentrating new retail investments into traditional city centres, if redevelopment had really achieved "revitalisation" and whether "the problems of small businesses…can be alleviated".
It is fair to say that all of Davies' concerns remain priorities 30 years later. However, his writings followed an intensive period of plan-making by County Council Authorities: an activity then largely uncontested. That said, Hillier Parker's Russell Schiller was a frequent critic of planners' concerns for an orderly retail hierarchy as he wrote of "three waves" of retail decentralisation. John Dawson (Dawson 2000) looked at policy controls on hypermarkets and mentioned 1972 and 1976 policy guidance produced in the UK and informed, in part, by Impact Studies (e.g. Dawson, Findlay, and Sparks 1986, 2) . Their 1986 study of a Fine Fare store in Elgin concerned a once common fascia; one of dozens to have disappeared from UK High Streets in the intervening years (see for example, Hallsworth 1992, 116) .
Just some of the topics that UK superstore researchers have since covered include logistics and supply chains (Fernie and Sparks 1998) as well as retail productivity (Hall, Knapp, and Winsten 1961; Reynolds, Howard, and Dragun 2004) -often because of Government concern over alleged poor levels of productivity in the UK economy. Studies have also been made of foreign retail rivals, for example the now-increasingly-successful "hard discount" firms such as Aldi, Netto, and Lidl (Burt and Sparks 1995) . Note has been made of a return to many high streets (Langston, Clarke, and Clarke 1997; Hallsworth and Bell 2003) as a response to the perceived success of the Co-ops and other "new" convenience store formats. There are, too, rising sensitivities about negative publicity -with some superstores embroiled in debates over the sourcing of low-cost items from countries with extremely low wages. Meanwhile, commercial data sources have grown in importance and a turning point was the 1979 decision to cancel the 1981 Census of Distribution (Sparks 1996) . Nationally-available census data was thereby lost. Arguably the voice of civil society, which might speak for weaker/excluded social groups, was muted by the loss of objective census data. One major data concern for policymakers, the contrasting evidence on the alleged decline of small shops, has recently been covered by Wrigley et al. (2009) • More hectic lifestyles (the UK works more hours and has fewer statutory holidays than much of mainland Europe).
• A greater proportion of food being sold that is "fresh" or chilled (with attendant sell-by dates) rather than dry packaged goods or basic foodstuffs.
• The rise in less formal mealtimes and the attendant rise (driven by the large multiples themselves) in the cook-chill ready-meal market (several of the sample stores also had "takeaway" sections for ready-cooked hot food).
• Increasingly complex working patterns and lifestyles with some households having several part-time/low-waged jobs.
• Irregular access to weekly finances (this was explored in more detail in Jackson et al. 2006 ).
• The rise of "new" convenience stores catering to single-person households such as students (a massively increased number over 1980) and others with low consumption patterns, poor cooking opportunities or restricted storage facilities. (shopping alone was up from 42.5% in 1980 to 71.9% in 2002 whilst convenience and/or location was the most important driver for shopping at any given store.) • Extension of sales floorspace of larger stores to include clothing, electrical goods, etc….boosted first by "grey" market sourcing and then by imports from post-WTO China.
• The reality that it remains difficult for elderly customers, or those without a car, to patronise the larger stores. 
The contested concept of choice
That there is no typical UK consumer carries repercussions for the definition and framing of the difficult concept of food retail choice. Portsmouth research showed that, if unconstrained, the shopper may chose between store fascias, between particular store branches or from whatever items are then found on the shelves. From 2006, a particularly interesting finding was:
'Retailers' own product brands (including non food areas) have also become a powerful vehicle for them to exert their presence locally and, when retail fascias gain standing as 'brands' in their own right, consumers can effectively 'lock' themselves into a particular retail format, thereby potentially reducing their field of 'choice', or voluntarily abrogating choice.' (Clarke et al. 2006, 27) The extreme scenario of abrogation of choice confirms that the public does not necessarily use the physically-nearest large store. This seriously undermines lesssocialised, more economistic-deterministic modelling approaches which make precisely that basic assumption about behaviour. The 2002 Portsmouth work also argued that how consumers used such stores was itself linked to retailers' supply strategies to reinforce their power over local markets (Cotterill 1986; Dobson and Waterson 1996; Marion et al. 1979 ). The rise in the power of large retailers may also be reinforced by their ability to draw trade over larger catchment areas as a result of pricing structures derived from operational economies of scale and buying power (Burt and Sparks 2003; Guy 1990 ). It was long ago noted that such price advantages might drive out other forms of local competition such as small independents ( Superstore avoidance: the example of non-store shopping.
Arguably we could ignore non-store shopping as it diverts us away from our core subject: the superstore format. However, three factors suggest otherwise: one being that market-leader Tesco itself is the dominant grocery home-delivery player.
Secondly, the Competition Authorities have broadly neglected this topic as a factor.
Thirdly, additional Portsmouth-based e-shopping research was conducted in 2008 and it casts further doubt on the notion that the hegemonic superstore is universally loved.
This 2008 -ethnographic -study aimed to generate empirical insights into the interrelationship between consumers' at-store and Internet-based choices at the local level. Critical comparisons were facilitated because most respondents in the eshopping study also shopped off-line. Their behaviour unravels the complex domestic situations that mediate the choice to shop at-store or to go online. Some research based on interview data has suggested that Internet-based grocery shopping adds little variety to consumers' grocery choices (e.g. Clarke, Kirkup, and Oppewal 2007) .
Conversely, the new findings are drawn from multiple methods (interviews, kitchen visits, accompanied shopping trips etc) and demonstrate that Internet shopping is, for some households, the preferred method for purchasing the majority of everyday shopping. The data are too rich for us to cover here but they will be published in due course (further details from the authors on request). They already reveal that, as larger superstores exert monopoly control over specific local areas, some residents use eshopping to avoid an at-store experience that forces them into an environment where neither fellow shoppers nor the general ambience are appealing to them.
These 2008 findings emphasise that shoppers cannot entirely avoid superstores and so continue to use them (albeit not always happily or willingly). They use superstores frequently but spend less time and money than an average in-store visit.
This undermines the distinctions that regulators make between "one-stop" and "topup" shopping: the former allegedly reserved for medium and larger sized stores.
Choice and the growing influence of UK Competition policy
A growing emphasis on choice arises because an increasingly concentrated UK market has caused the Competition Authorities to wield increasing power.
Choice, alongside low price, is a prime concern of the UK's Competition Commission. Burt, Hallsworth, and Reynolds (1997, 2) found they had produced an "environment far less hostile to the growth of market dominance than is the case in the United States" and this has actually led to a loss of choice when measured by store
fascias. An earlier Competition Commission study on Supermarkets (2000) claimed they had identified local markets with too few stores or too heavy a reliance on few retail brands, and recommended that consumer choice needed to be increased and Their restricted, econometric, visions of choice also cannot encompass effects such as the resistance-to-switching effects proposed by Warde (2005) and others.
They have, however, displaced the social welfare concerns of 30 years ago: which may, sadly, also reflect a decline in the status of Planning and in the numbers of retailcompetent planners (Baldock 2009 as an expression of choice driven by free will is often subject to the fact that consumers are themselves constrained or routinised by everyday life. The sociallyembedded nature of people's actual shopping practices (Fine, Heasman, and Wright 1996; Miller 1995; Miller et al. 1998 ) means that they are often constrained within a particular geographical and social context. This challenges econometrics-driven policymakers to prove that they have the scope to judge whether retail developments really do lead to a net benefit or improvement in consumer choice.
Summary and Conclusions
We have noted the varietals of a body of research that documented routine food shopping in Portsmouth some 30 years ago. That research, like its later replication, was a product of changing times. We have identified the conditions under which data-gathering has changed and also seen that research has become more complex, contextualised and politicised. A good recent example of this is Sparks 
